Characterization of emotions
To a degree that may seem surprising to readers today, a number of philosophical texts of the seventeenth century sought to characterize specific emotions and distinguish primary, simple emotions from their complex derivatives.
1 For instance, René Descartes (1596-1650) devoted the bulk of his Les passions de l' âme, 1649, to this task, which had as a goal the understanding as well as control of one's own feelings. Judgments differed about the number and identity of the basic emotions. According to Descartes, 'the number of those which are simple and primitive is not very great. For do but review all those I have cast up, and it may easily be noted that there are but six such, to wit, admiration, love, hatred, desire, joy and sadness, and that all the other [s] are compounded of some of these six, or are sorts of them.' By contrast, Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677) limited his primary group to three, 'desire, joy and sorrow', and Nicolas Malebranche (1638-1715) chose the same trio, 'desire, joy, and sadness'.
2
Despite disputes about the number and identity of the basic emotions, agreement existed that distinctions could be made between basic emotions and the complex types that resulted from combinations or derivatives. Endless possibilities existed for mixtures, wrote Descartes because 'there are as many kinds of pleasure, of pain, of desire, and of every emotion compounded of these, such as vacillations of spirit, or derived from these, such as love, hatred, hope, fear, &c., as there are kinds of objects whereby we are affected'. As a result 'their number is indefinite'.
3 For instance, 'derision is a sort of joy mingled with hatred'. Likewise for Spinoza, all emotions 'can be combined in so many ways, and so many variations can arise, that no limit can be assigned to their number.' 4 Malebranche too concluded that 'the number of passions compounded out of other passions must be infinite.'
5
In addition to describing internal states Descartes also pictured their external manifestations. 'It yet remains that I should treat on divers exterior signs, which usually accompany them [passions] , and which may be better noted when many of them are mixed together, as ordinarily they are, than when they are distinct. The chief of these signs are the gestures of the eyes and face, changes of colour, tremblings, languishing, swooning, laughter, tears, groans, and sighs' (article 112). Faces come first in Descartes' list, followed by changes in other parts of the body, and then by sounds. As part of the discussion he even remarked on people's ability to mask their real emotions. 'And generally, all the gestures as well of the face as eyes may be altered by the soul, when being willing to conceal her passion, she strongly imagines one contrary to it, so that they may serve as well counterfeit, as declared passions' (article 113).
Whereas philosophical texts could discuss both the internal state and its physical manifestations, visual artists had to suggest the presence of feelings by only the physical manifestations of faces as well as bodies. Rubens's fame rests more on his convincing depiction of motion rather than emotion, but significantly, the correlation between the two surfaced as an issue the one time he acknowledged that his prodigious inventiveness failed him. 'I am ashamed of my sterility of invention, at
